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Group Instruction and Errors in

In n rha world where schools dominate the formative

vears of most voung people's
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forty in such & way that some students learn welil while others

Bloom‘? has arpgued that one of the most significant

arhool learning 1is the




O

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

Lt

0w

indiv

isti il

ment of i C level c
achievement of the task and the rate at which it
is sccomplished. Feedback and corrective strate-
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ment or rate of learning is to be reduced to any
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manv learning tasks and over a number of vears, the student begins to

adequacy cor inadequacy with school learning tasks.

renerally negative and learning is regarded as inade-

his peers, parents and teachers, the learner is
negative view about school and schoel learning t

environments depend. in part, or the

wavs that thev are being judged hv the institution. When these judgments

consistently assizgn a lower value to the learner’'s performance, the young
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rhey continually monitor and seok o influence suesh pehavior. In fach,
one eyiterlon aften eoployed to ludpe a schoel eavitonment is s

cabiifry iﬁ maintaly discipiine, which dmplies that the school’ s responses

effective at up~
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holding behavioral

’E" wever, In marginal ledarners, disciplinary
metdods ofren are nor effsctive, and may actually aggravare the pooblem

;‘ R
piess fods over rhe differenée hi: IPETY

sekaviaor. This ahaervation ralsans gues ? :

more onpoing, wegmingly intransigent

marginal behavioy. . For ewample. how do participants in a school envivan-

- ment regch the

‘a "marginzl learner?” Alsa,

why Are some paople

‘grslon. howgver, .consideration of

P

permangnt deviation will help zo

lueneing marginal conduct. o=
To begin with, marginal status in 2 school is a matier of qaciai

definition. Oaviance dees nat arise when a person commits EEftaia #inds

of afrs, but when

’ deviant. In other words, social groups

waking rules

ftutes deviancy, and selegtively lﬁbzl;lng rans
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whiie avoilding its negative

co the primary form of deviatien. Txamples of student

include the "class clown”

the teacher to stand scvaight, of the

opporturrity ¢ Tepeal 2 rsacher's raproc! to a classmate.

of brinksmanship of 191
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perception:
tea:hers,
of adjusting to the su

of the junior high school

who is quick to mimic 3 robot when

R It
-nforcer

jynior high studeats .and th

Licata and Willover argued

Thelr vesearch clearly refers

brinksmanship
cold by

who jumps at the

Comparing

"1

, 8

this'reaear:ﬁ viewed acts of student brin kmanship as a means

srdinate student role in the authority Stfutiufé

that bfinkmanship

may be seen as a safety vaive ané in the long run may foster stabilitv--~

ficourel and Kitsuse examined secondary deviation in school b

ueion which points to the function and necessity of marginal indi-
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“adolescent proble

lems and related vocabulary:

achievers" and “under-achievers"); (2) i nfractions
{e.g., "trouhlemakers’ and “gelinquents'™)y  (3) emotd
¥ ¥ L3 4

three problen categories

within school~-the academic, celinquent and clinical

fappd that ths revping of

arovided the basis for a variety

of enduring student prop-
(1) academic problems (e.g., over-

of rules of conduct

onal problems {e.g..

e

careers

The point here is that the type of identification accepted by

individuais is likely to reflect their social envi
of ‘a learner in school, when consistently reinfori. .4,
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‘ponment.

Roagenthal and Jacobson.”

acts in the nature

Learners tend to reéspond with the expected
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Becker has postulated the sequence of steps leading to a deviant

'career."?®

"evpe" of marginal individual, one must
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be labelled as such, accepted this label, and gravitate toward a group of

]

others with similar behavior and 155&15; The final step in the career
is to move into an organized "deviant" sub-culture, much like a homo-
sexual would do when "coming out." This move cements one's new identity,
so that participation with similar significant others is a ﬁatural andr
rewarding fiﬁ?lbstep in the labelling procdess.

In sum, thegﬁﬂgaing evaluations of student perf@fmanca character-
istic gf school environments solidify into different, commonly-held
desaribihg indiviégal student behavior. Much of the conversation

fa faculty lounges and in student peer groups could be described as a

search for descriptive categories thaﬁ are useful for prédictiﬂg and
understanding the Cﬂﬁdu:t of other people whose activities have an
{mmediate, sometimes threatening impact oh one's own welfare. Uﬁféf?
tunately, since young (and older) people depend so cruaiali? upon the
recognition GE>Othéf people to define themselves, negative labels,
even those inconsiderately applied by others, too often are accepted
and even defended by individuals. Even a negative label offers an
individual a reliable way to locate himself and to be accepted by a
group, when it has been seemingly impossible to earn feéagniiioﬁ in
other, more desirable-ways. Aslzhé following discussion of school
dfopouts will also make clear, thé'Iaﬁelling of individuals in terms
E . . .

of primary and secondary deviation is one powerful way that school
H

environments c¢reate marginal behavior. s -
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School ptopauis”aQ§4§ezandarth§viatiaﬁ

The weight of the evidence concerning high school dropouts estab-

Stollexr3® in a study of 270 high school dropouts found that by the end

of the second grade, over 50 percent of those who would do poorly or

e

dtop out ¢f high school had already had their initial subject failure.

By the fourth grade, 75 percent had initial failures; and 90 percent

had earned a failing mark By the seventh grade. Similarly, ‘Bloom37 notes

school peried, particularly faf the extreme studéntsr(uppetififth and
lower-fifth on academic achievement) where the relationship between
academic self-concept and.school achievement 1s unmiétakeably strong.
Huﬁh'of the dropout 11tefature tries to 1den*ify characteristics
of dropouts which can be used as early predictors of later withdfawal or
difficulty in schcq}fgs Perhaps the mqst'éevegliﬁg list of "signifiéaﬂﬁ
'cagses" (among éany such 1is£s) was prgdu;ad in a éompa:isan of dropouts’
with graduates of Elaoming;on, Minnesota Public Schools. The school-
related causes make the general behavioral patterns of secondary devia-

figns quite clear.

eilmost two-thirds of the dropouts have been retained at least
‘once. :

eOver one-third of the dropouts return to s¢hooi only to drop .
out again - ’

sAbsenteeisnm was'near1§ three times greater among dropouts.

-Parcicipation in extra-curricular a¢tiv1Lie% was over four
times greater among graduates.

sThe tested reading abil;t:es of the graduafes were substantially
betteri

e

17
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“@The IQ scores of the graduates were considerably higher.

oThe results of standardized achiever .t tests of graduates
were considerably higher in all subjects. ’

eThe EVéfégErréﬁgft card grades received by graduates were at |
least one letter grade higher.3? : ‘
Finally, despite the Widely‘attributed correlation between lower
class,ﬁﬁinﬁrity cultgfalAhagkgrzund and school leaving; Blake pfeseﬁted
EVidEﬂEE‘théErﬁha school's mechanisms for assignmeqt of success and‘
fallure exert the stiongestrinflgencé on the dropout's lack of educational
attainment. 1In this szudy; social class background, as measured by

father's occupation and level of education, was found to have little

influence upon school dropouts when school status was controlled. The

study does not note, however, the infiuence of class and race on attri-
bution of school status.“?

o — -~  Consideration of the dropout problem suggests that §§wérfﬁ1;;'
eystematic forces at work in school social systems create and contribute

n separate fepoftSﬁ:eieasgd in 1977, the New

[al

‘to secondary deviation.

York State Board ngRégen;s’and the Queens Lay Advocate géfvice (a group
! of professionals intérésted in educatian)‘sénfirméd this view. Both

'found-that the dropout rate from New York City high schools had risen

g0 hiéh that mére‘studéﬁis weféxﬁtopéiné out than graduating. Thé plaig

~facts jare ghét less than half of thgfstudents who enter the New York City

public high schools graduate. Apparently, this city's ""mecHanisms for

assignment of failure" work more broadly than the school system's cap-
abilities to help yéung people achiéve!“l f , -
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The Functions of Marginal Learners in
School Social Systems

This gxpgsitioﬁ'ﬁakes it clear that learners confront in schools a
powerful latent curfizulumgﬁhiéh 1s uniquely taught and diffe:eﬁﬁly
. learned by each indiviéual. This is the cufficﬁlum which teaches each
EtudanF who she/he is in relatigg to others. It may also teach a person
his or her place in the world of people, of ideas aﬁd”af activities."?:
Iﬁxg sense, lggfﬁérs on the margiﬁs of school environments are used,
éft%n unwittingly and unconsciously, as an important aspect of the school's
- : ‘ . ] S
effa%ts to define 1ts group structure and purpcse. While their presence
in séha@ls.is Ergqhently visualized as a product"of g%ganizatianal |
vfailufes,,thére is a sense that 1éa:ners on the mafgins are é product
of the schaolzsrganizatiﬂﬁ itself, through its'sysﬁeg\pf gfoup.instrugtioh;
- _mzﬁféugh iﬁs abs§5§tic§ 9{ and Eailufe to cérré:t a mulzitude of learning
errors, through its ongoing evaluation and labelling of learners, through .
its norms and through the Qyérall.impact of its 1a£§nt curriculum.
| This argument is presented mdst elearly, on a théofgtiéal lével,
by béﬁé}éf and Eriﬁéah.“a fﬁéyradvanée thfeaiprapdsitiogs Eoﬁcérniﬁg

thejfuncticn'gf deviance in groups. First, they argue that groups tend

to 'induce, sustain ahd permit déviantAngavior! By

inducing deviance,
they refer to the éfgcess by which a group chanﬁels'and 6rganigas the |
fénge of behaviors presented by its members so Ehatfsaﬁe behaviors are

deemed acceptable and others not. In other wcrdg} an ongoing group

T

establishes normative boundaries défiﬂing{aéggptéble behavior. Like

' systemiof‘Tcrtificatians; norms and
- boundaries are meaningful’nnlﬁ when tested by people on the fringes of

a group or by outsiders, and when defended @ﬁfgaheld by_tﬁé'gzéup leaders.
: . ’ .- LT
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The group sustains and permits this newly defined deviance when it

institutionalizes and absorbs counter—productive behavi@rs,Ainsééad
of eliminating or altering them. Indeed, leaders are partly valued
fof;their ability to articulateland Ehfcfcé the group's norms, and
thus they dépend on mé:giﬁal people in part for their powe%;

In their séccnd proposition, Dentler and Erikson refer to the
ways in which 'deviant behavior helps a group maintain its equilibriun nhh
Customarily, a reward structure closely linked to group norms is con-
structed by a group as an incentive for conformity and a punishment for

deviance. However, conformity is "re arded“ only in comparison to other
'y y

possible reinforcement pesponses, so that the pfesenge and treatment

gi?és the rewards their meaniﬁg. In this sense, a group norm becomes
‘espécially evideﬁt in its ?céasianal or ongoing violation. jThﬁs, a
group is distinguished partly by its chatagtatisitic ways of handling
deviance; énd partly by the forces it .is able to absorb ana contain.

~In ﬁlafn words, a marginal person 1is someone a group can organize to

do something about, and the group, when expressing its concern féf

: mafginal beha?ior, affirms its pufpgse and cohesion.

This leads to Dentler and Erikson's Ehird prgpositicn. that groups
' resist any traﬂd toward ultimate alienation or expuls;aﬂ of a member

- whose behavior is deviant. Acc cording to this point af view, the testing
of 1limits is.the lot of certain in&ividgals'laﬁelled as 93V1an§ or mar-
ginal. iThe group exercises suptle pressures to sacureithe marginal
person in his/her testlng role, yet aléé griég to aséure thét this

.deviance will-not become pIGnQuﬂEEd enough to make rageztion necassary

]

./

I




=19~

Commonly, the group adopts a paradoxical approach to marginal
people ceﬂsisting of ambivalent elements of nurturance and outrage.

This combination can be observed in political leaders' attempts to

11

rationalize their inability to resolve problems of peopla on welfare

in a society organized around production and work. As political econ-

&
onists argue,

]
o

welfare population 1is created by systematic forces in
a capiltalistic éﬂonomy (the ﬁeedltalmaintaiﬁ a reserﬁe army of laborers,
for gxém%le). The elimination éf the wélfafe problem would require such
a restructuring of the organizatién of produgtioﬁ and contradict so
much of the rationalization that supports the status quo, that it is
far easigr to blame the victimized pgéple for the problem, while pro-
viding théﬁ with only the miﬁimuﬁ neaéed to survive.

Similarly; to connect with Eﬁa needs of mg:giﬂal individuals in
schools w;uld require suéh a festructuriﬂg and rethinking of the organ-

ization of schooling that the ‘school prefers to make.efforts to keep

- marginal chii&fgn in school withou; providing them with the servigés

: they need. The literature on dropout préventian is replete with tricks

¥

to seduce potential dropouts into remaining in school: credit for

work experience, vecational programs with limited academic and occupa-

=7

tional promise, educational TV programs, involvement in the school news-—

1

paper, exposure to the community college, revision of graduation require-

‘ments, the mystification of the high school diploma. Further, some

: : : : S .
institutions permit a comstant stream of .innovative projects designed to

reduce discipline problems and im?té;;FEéSiC skills, so 1ong'§s>thése

proposals do .not alter the existing organization of schools, . In part,

b

“alternative schools in many large cities, created for d152i§11n§ problem

children and for low achieving students, serve this function.

L

el
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In sum, every school seeks t fit their marginal individuals into

o
ongoing organizational structure /but few schools, lncluding alternative
ones, fundamentally change basic organization tenets (1ike group in-
SEfuétiOﬁ of widely divergent individgais) fit the chara ristics

and needs of their marginal learners. The:maiqﬁgnaﬂce of the institution

is revealed, then, as the real end of most attempts to deal with deviance.
) : L

Dentler and Erikson's three prapésicipns concerning the function
of ‘deviance in groups have beeg illustrated i@ diréct and indirect ways
by séveral authors far varying Siggs of g:aups.*S HQWE%Ef,ﬁiﬁ waﬁld be
premature tgiindicaﬁe that they have been thoroughly established by the
present store of empirical work. ﬁathér, consideration of thésé\%rspg=
sitions 1e§ds to a‘cﬁéareticsl perspective useful in investigaging the
problem of mafginalrlaérnEfs. Educai@fsAﬁeed to better appreciate the
ﬁajs ﬁhét.schéol enviréﬁienté cgntfibuté to Ehé;ﬁrabiéms and difficulties
of 1earn§£s who have been pushed to the margins of schools. Ignoring

the role of ;he environment and blaﬁ%ng thg ;néividualfghiid for géfginal
behaviq:bhaéApermitted school imbrcﬁéménf practices that unsuccessfully

" attempt t&itéintegfaté:the'peréaﬂ into an environment - that ié directly

1

tesp@nsiblé for learning.and behavioral problems. B y

Institutions Designed for Marginal Lé;rnets

éﬁe delicaﬁe théarétigél iggue pertinent t% alternative school en-
viganmentévremains ta'be-tPUQhed.on"before1summarising the aspectk-of a
éahagl envif§nment which influence the:intéragtign of;mafginal 1eafnef5,
This-is thg troubling questian. do sacial systems desigﬂaé to serve

marginal indiv1duals actually wark to confirm them. in their mafglﬁal ways?

It is a ggfi us aﬁd commonplace obaarvatian that déviant forms of conduct
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(1ike criminal behavior) are nourished by the very agencies devised to

inhibit them (like a prison). Reform schools, hespitals and other

"total institrtions" providing needed serviées to marginal people
typically segregate them in tightly controlled groups. Here, marginal
individuals have an opportunity to teach ome another the gﬁills and
attitudes of a deviant céieer. "Normally, ﬁhe institution seems to
provoke its clients into the use of these skills by reinforcing a gense
Qf differentness and éliEﬁatinn from society."6

If one assumes that the alternative schools were created in part

E fcfkiqdividualsiwﬁa'chqse to leave traditional schools because of dis-

gatisfactions there, then one could ask what forces are at work within

m

the new social structure where many previously marginal peaplé:ar' gath-
ered for a "different" form of education. Does the edu#atién they
féééivé ﬁh,ie‘répresént an imﬁfa?ed, more personal and more effective
way 6f learning and p;fganal'grcwgh, providing the kind of criti;al mar-
ginal people who serve as catalysts for social change? Do al;ergaéive
schools éené to bfiné together teachers and 1§afnars who were darginal
in“p:gvious s¢hoalé in such a way-that refiding and confirming an
alienative marginal identity becomes an important sacigliziﬁg function
of the schqgol? These questions-cogld best be answered by 1ongitudigal
téseafch 66 the "careers" of alﬁernative school students and teachers.
They should be raised and ;larified because of the possible theoretical
pazallgl; between alternative schools and sther institutions for mar-
ginal indfviduals."?

These parallels cannot be extensively explored in the present

- paper. EO?E?ET,’EHE theoretical perspective developgd here implies .

Ehat;no'single learning environment is appropriate for meeting the

various learning needs of diverse individualé;¢ Instead of iaalstiﬁg the

v . 23
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people who don't fit in one environment into another segregated environ-
ment, educators will need to learn how to create multiple environment
schools, where students can move amang various learning environments

created for specific goals and learning styles and intelligently matched

with puplls' emergent learning needs and interests.

Identification of Specific
Environmental Conditions

This review of the literature on deviance i;lé:h¢§i §rcvide$ a
theoretical perspective for approaching the pr@bié%é?of;learnéféién
the mdargins. 1In particular; five aspects éf:a sihcolvgninQPEQn%‘_ 
related to the involvement of marginal and other learners }; a Séﬁéél
deserve close atténtian iﬁ the present study. First, a brief Fatianale
idéntifyiﬁgrihese five agéégts of a school will be étesegtedj Fellowing

this, the five environmental dimensions will be specifically defined.

| To begin with; a échaal enviranmént éan be charaEtEFized in part
by the way it reaches cut to group ﬁemhers with difficulties.  The
first step for alleviating the ﬁegaéive impact of graup,iﬁs;ruztien
methods 6¢cgr5 when teachers are responsive to Studént feedback and
ﬁbSEEvaﬂtraf student diffjculties. For this reason, student percep-
tions of the outreach efforts of teachers would provide useful infor-
mation abdyt the ways that a school egviranméﬁt encourages partici-
pgﬁian in 1eatning?f 7 | )

Second, the/school environment must become effective at solving

I

problems of 135:&3:& by altering specific conditions in the school
. - / ) ) . . i ‘

7
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environment which ceontribute to their problems. Thus, student percep-
tions of the institution's ability to resolve its own organizational
problems, particularly those problems which impede learning for some
pupils, afe’avséﬁond important source of information for educators
concerned about increasing student involvement in 1eérning.

Third, research on deviance in schools suggests that students be-

‘come involved with different levels of participation in a school depending

in part upon their perceptions of schcol norms. In fact, every act

labelled as deviant can be said to exert a pressure on the normative

structure of an institution by testing school policies and rules and

explériﬁg:zhéif meanings. Thus, student perceptions of the limits for

acceptable personal ‘conduct in a school deserve close attenticn.
Fourth, séme leafnefs may exist on the margins of the school

because they do not receive the cues and information they need to

negotiate the learning environment successfully. For example, students

i
H

=}

Ehofétiémpt to avold or deny negative evaluations of themselves in

school may'also misg important instructions about-academic content and

*

-work assignments. Lacking needed information, these pupils would con-

R

tinue to experience frustration and difficulty. Therefore, studenc
. p - - -

perceptions of the cifcectiveness of communication processes established
by the schodl would provide important infermation about the way school

T , ! - ‘ ) )
etnvironments influence both peripheral and core members of a learning

i Il

group. - i S,

Finally, in any situation where ongoing géziuatinn of performance

occurs, the paSsibility éxists{that}pegple are being labelled aqd jpﬁggd .

o

by criteria not difegﬁly fglazéd to their specifit‘taleé and tasks. Fo
g =" : ; . )

_example, a school environment may respond differently to students oge the



basis of thoir academic or demographic charactafistiesi and thus con-

tribute to their success or difficulty in school. Faf'this réason,‘

studént perceptions of possible discrimination in their treacment at- -
. school would provide useful feedback to edueata?s abcut the 1mpact of
their evaluation and labelling activities. .
Operationally, these five aspects of a sghdolleiviranméﬁt which

are dikely to influence the inﬁ@i?émént of learners in schgal (Gutreach '
Problem-Solving, Limits, Communication, and Discrimination) can be

=

defined in the following manner as independent vafiabl s for inclusion in ’
a model to unterstand associaticns between schorl environment and stu-

dent behavior. ’ . A

OUTREACH: This variable describes student perceptions of the
" degree to which the schocl hmakes special efforts-to
involve a pupil in learning. Outreach attempts in a
school include: ~ - Co

1. affirmative actions to identify student ﬁgedggffA

2. the practice of seeking information useful in
altering existing learning conditions .to béttet
respond to pupils;

3. the practice of noticing and determining reasons -
for fluctuations in a pupil'* involvement with.the
school. : _ B ™

PRDBLEH—SDLVING This variable describes sLudgﬁt pércéptigns of.
the school's ability to solve its own organizational
problems, particularly those which contributeés to the
school-related problems ,of its individual members.

. Problem-solving begins with Outreach efforts. To .
,pfgbleﬁ-s@l?g, a,s¢hoal must be effective at: ‘

1. defining concerniﬁg Eituatinns -as prablems, o=

2. crganizing to analyze the situa:inn and to prc=
pose alﬁernagivé approaches to solve the prcblem-=
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cant Causes,” Blecomington, Minnesota: Bloomington Public Schoels, 1967.

40Gerald F. Blake, Jr., "School Dropouts: A Study of Antecedents
and Consequences of Dropping Out of High School” (Ed.D. dissertation,
University of Oregon, 1973).

hiﬁéw York Times, 20 March 1977.

42Bloom, School Learning, p. 142.
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o t a2 wealtl ban

een identifie e direc : marg

complete the survey questionnaire, related to the researcher a thought-
provoking story about a friend of his who had been counseled by the
alternative school staff to drop out of school altogether. In refer-
ring to the personal power exerted by the school staff over adolescents,
especailly in a situation where honesty and youth advocacy were norms,
the marginal subject remarked: "If our high sche 1 was like a prison,
this schoel is something like a mental hospital. Before, I knew where
I was with teachers who acted like my guards and my superiors. Here,
I can't be sure where I am with teachers who act like doctors, so

willing to help but offering such strong medicine.”
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